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This study sets out to debunk the national myths surrounding Luxembourgian identity. It posits the 

inseparability and mutual interdependence of discourses about culture, borders and community; 

identity, history-writing and nationalisation. In other words, it applies a constructivist approach to a 

lesser-known case of nation-building in Europe1. 

Luxembourg is a somewhat niche case. Yet the political implication of the discursive constructions 

»nation«, »region«, »island«, »borderland«, »heart«, »periphery« and »natural border« are certainly, in 

this instance, very acute: As a country wedged between France, Germany and Belgium, the existential 

character of the debate is perhaps more evident than elsewhere. Furthermore, insofar as the point of 

this study is to show both how myths are produced and how difficult they are to shake, it could be 

argued that it points as much to what has been described as »the traditions of invention« as to the 

»invention of tradition«2. Indeed, it shows how national discourses are shaped both with and against 

one another. Luxembourgian identity is presented as simultaneously characterised by a conception of 

uniqueness in the guise of particularism and, at the same time, one of hybridity as a Mischkultur 

(culture of mixture). As such this case problematizes not only the inseparability of discourses about 

nation, identity and power, but also the link between processes spatialisation, ethnicisation and 

globalisation – namely the spatialisation of ethnic identity in the nineteenth century and the challenges 

this has faced in the twentieth and twenty first century. 

Reflecting the concern not to produce what they seek to denounce, the authors only refer to the 

classic timeline of Luxembourg’s history, with its key turning points – 963 when Siegfried acquired 

Luxembourg castle, 1443 when it became a medieval county, 1815 when French occupation ended or 

1839 when Luxembourg got its first taste of independence and, of course, 1918 and 1945 – in passing 

(see e. g. 4–5). Guiding the argument are the sources: historical accounts, textbooks, monuments, 

artworks, exhibitions, past geographies, maps, films, political speeches and the media. These are, 

after all, the »tools of invention«. 

The book is divided into three parts. The first part deals with representations of the past and mainly 

focuses on the historiography, starting with the so-called »historiographical patriotism« (p. 51) of the 

1 The constructivist approaches more or less implicitly drawn on include the now very well-known works of Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, Ernest Gellner and Benedict Anderson.

2 C.f. Alex Drace Francis, The Traditions of Invention. Romanian Ethnic and Social Stereotypes in Historical 
Context, Leiden 2013.
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mid-nineteenth century. It shows the changing ways in which history has been written over the past 

two centuries and »read back in time« for the purposes of the present. What is offered is evidence of 

variable emphases in different periods and the teleological character of many accounts. In particular, 

this section shows how history has served to buttress a belief in Luxembourgian exceptionalism.

Closely related to the previous one, the second section focuses on the conceptualisation of the 

country’s boundaries over time. It demonstrates how fluctuating the borders were in practice and the 

identitarian claims that were derived from their manipulation. This part captures the contradictory 

nature of conceiving of Luxembourg both as an island and a bridge – a place characterised by both 

»resistance to foreign domination« and »monarchical fidelity«. 

Finally, the third section focuses on the issue of language. Put forth is the increasing codification and 

institutionalisation of Luxembourgish in what had technically long been a multilingual space. In 

particular, this section traces the transition from an understanding of Luxembourgish as a German 

dialect in the late nineteenth century to a recent understanding of it as a distinct language. With this 

the discussion relates closely to the question of regional identities in Europe – conceptions of 

»diversity in unity« – and attendant modes of exclusion and inclusion.

This is both an interesting and ambitious undertaking and the outcome is generally laudable. The book 

is wide-ranging, well-researched and supported by a wealth of relevant theoretical remarks. The 

cooperation of different scholars should certainly be welcomed as it has allowed for a broader and 

deeper perspective than could probably have been achieved by a single one. But herein also lies the 

source of some of its shortcomings. The general conclusions, for example, contain some bold 

remarks, which may have benefited from an earlier mention and expansion. As the very last paragraph 

suggests, there is an inherent contradiction in aiming to deconstruct the concept of nation while at the 

same placing it at the centre (p. 345). What does this mean for the study as a whole? Similarly, the 

claim made towards the end that the study was in fact about »history and memory« (p. 338) also 

seems a little surprising insofar as »memory« as a concept was not systematically deployed 

analytically throughout3. Despite the broad survey of theoretical approaches, then, perhaps a clearer 

account of their usefulness in the given case and a more consistent commitment to a single one would 

have helped make the study into a more coherent whole.

The biggest issue appears to be that the wider context and implications of the discussion are not 

always fully brought out. In the introduction, the statement is made that the background but not the 

effects of discourses would be the focus of attention (p. 16). Though limitations can and should be 

made explicit – it is for instance admittedly difficult to gain access to the impact and reception of many 

of the sources considered – this results in information sometimes being listed in a quasi encyclopaedic 

manner. The study would have benefited from a broader perspective on some of the issues 

addressed. How does history-writing on Luxembourg at different times relate to and differ from what 

was happening elsewhere? What was the place, not only of Luxembourgish, but also of French, 

German, bilingualism and trilingualism over time? In the second section on »space« more could have 

3 Nora’s »Lieux de mémoire« are briefly mentioned p. 15.
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been said about the development of the nations, territories and peoples around and the wider units 

such as the German Confederation, the Benelux and the European Union to which Luxembourg 

belonged and on which it depended for its significance, and even its survival. This would have made 

the chronology of this section more transparent and provided for a more convincing argument.

Nonetheless, bringing together both wide-ranging insights and diverse sources it remains a useful 

addition to the literature. Such a topic undoubtedly requires not only considerable research, but also 

good language skills and the fact that this book has been published in English, making it accessible to 

wider audiences, is a great selling point.4. But bringing together both wide-ranging insights and diverse 

sources it remains a useful addition to the literature. This book would certainly benefit students of 

history or other disciplines to introduce them, if nothing else, to the due scepticism and caution with 

which to approach historical narratives and historical sources. For those familiar with constructivist 

theories of nationalism, it is the section on language, which is likely to prove most valuable. But for 

those seeking to find out about Luxembourg as a whole, it is a refreshingly novel take on the recent 

political and cultural developments in this area.

4 In particular, the transition from the second to third section is marked.
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